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INTRODUCTION

Washington Common Murre colonies on National Wildlife Refuges have been surveyed
annually since 1979. The data show that, although the species was relatively abundant on
offshore rocks and islands prior to 1983, murre colony attendance aluug the Washington outer
coast refuge colonics declined severely with the strong 1983 El Nifio event (Wilson 1991). Qil
spills, drowning by gill nets, Navy bombing of breeding islands, and El Nifios have been
suspected as causes for the lack of recovery to pre-1983 levels. The Commeon Murre was the
most frequent victim of several oil spills, including the recent Tenvo Maru spill that occurred
off the entrance of the Strait of Juan de Fuca. In order to provide needed additional
information on the variability of Washington Common Murre colony attendance and breeding
chronology, additional murre colony surveys were added starting in 1994. During 1995-1997
three additional surveys were funded each year with Tenyo Maru Oil Spill Restoration moneys.
Because Tenyo Maru funds were not available in 1998, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
Regional Office, Division of Migratory Birds, provided funds for two additional surveys. This
report summarizes the findings of murre colony surveys along the Washington coast for the

1997 and 1998 breeding seasons.

METHODS

Refuge murre colonies were surveyed with a Hughes 500D helicopter, chartered from
Flywright Helicopters (Federal Way) on June 20, July 10, July 17 and July 23 in 1997. In
1998 a Bell 206 helicopter from Classic Helicopters (Seattle) was used for the surveys on June
16, July 6, and July 15. The passenger side door was removed for the surveys. While hovering

around or over the colonies at an altitude of 70-250 m the colonies were photographed with a



Canon EOS A2 35 mm camera equipped with a Canon EE 70-200 mm /2.8 L lens. Film was
Kodak Ektachrome 400 ASA Elite. The colonies were surveyed between 09:00 and 14:00 hrs.
The number of murres were estimated by counting the number of birds from the slides. For
this purpose the transparencies were projected on to a paper flip chart. Small gronpe of murres
(<30) were circled with a blue marker and then counted with a tally counter. This was
repeated until the entire colony was counted. When murres were densely packed, or when the
resolution of the slides was poor so that individual murres were impossible to distinguish, the
number of birds within the small circled groups were estimated as well as possible, This
method is identical to the one used by this author to estimate murres on the Washington coast
during 1979-1982, and during 1987 when they were more abundant. The original slides are on
file at the Washington Maritime Refuges office in Port Angeles. To provide some
documentation of sea surface temperatures along the Washington outer coast, along with an
interpretation of how these data relate to Fl Nifio, I have provided in Appendix 1, copies of the
1997 and 1998 monthly EI Nifo advisories, produced by the National Marine Fisheries

Service.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The 1997 and 1998 refuge colony surveys reflect prolonged EI Nifio conditions off the
Washington coast. Warm surface water was recorded along the U.S. West Coast during much
of 1997 and 1998 (see Appendix 1), and this El Nifio was publicized as one of the strongest in
several decades. The average number of nurres counted during the surveys dropped from 6606
birds in 1996 to 3443 birds in 1997 and increased again to 5781 birds in 1998. Although this

El Nino episode was more prolonged than the three previous events, in terms of numbers of



murres attending refuge colonies in Washington, the effect of the 1997/1998 event was more
moderate (see Wilson 199]).

There was considerable variation in murre colony attendance patterns among the refuge
colonies. At Big Stack at Point Grenville, murres increased during 1994-1996 with a peak
count of 1205 birds in 1996. This colony was only slightly depressed in 1997 (Table 1) and
produced young {(Chris Thompson pers. com.). In 1998 the number of birds using this rock
increased 151% over three similarly timed surveys in 1997 (Table 2) and between 5 and 10
chicks were observed during the 7-15-98 aerial survey. The 2035 birds counted on 6-16-98 is
the highest count ever recorded for this colony. Carroll Island also increased during the pre-El
Nino years of 1954-1990, and continued to increase through 1997-1998 attaining the highest
count ever tecorded of 3610 murres (Table 2y, On the other hand,‘ the Quillayute Needles
group (Table Rock, Huntington Island, Cakesosta, and rocks 357/358) were totally deserted
during three of the four surveys in 1997 (Table 1), although 1800 birds were loosely sitting
around on these colonies on 7-23-97. Murres continued to avoid these colonies during 1998, as
only about 10% of the numbers recorded during three similarly timed surveys in 1996 were
seen there in 1998.

Aerlal survey dara collected over the past tive years suggest that Washington murres
using refuge colonies may be increasing. In order to assess future trends adequately, multiple

aerial surveys need to be continued at current levels,
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Table 1

COMMON MURRE COLONY SURVEYS, WASHINGTON ISLANDS NATIONAL
WILDLIFE REFUGE, 1997

{(No. of birds)

Survey Dates

Isl. No. Island Name 6-20 7-10 7-17 7-23
586 Erin 0 0 0 0
585 Frin's Rride 0 0 45 0
575 Grenville Arch 0 0 0 15
570 Big Stack 885 485 705 605
529 Willoughby Isl. 0 0 0 0
531 Split Rock 0 0 75 0
483 Destruction Isl. 0 0 0 0
458 Middle Rock 0 0 0 0
409 Rounded Isl. 0 45 45 85
363 Table Rock 0 0 0 85
361A Cakesosta 0 0 0 390
361 Huntington Isl. 2 0 ¢ 1325
357/358 No Name 0 0 0 0
333 Gunsight Rock 75 65 135 35
332 Petrel Isl. 0 0 0 0
256 Jagged Isl. 0 0 0 0
269 Carroll Pillar 250 60 20 0
262 Carroll Isl. 2395 1595 1425 2830
102 White Rock 80 Q 15 0
Total number murres within refuge: 3687 2250 2465 3370



Table 2

COMMON MURRE CCLONY SURVEYS, WASIIINGTON ISLANDS NATIONAL
WILDLIFE REFUGE, 1998
(No. of birds)

Survey Dates

Isl. No. Island Name 6-16 7-6 7-15
586 Erin 145 180 175
585 Erin's Bride 30 10 15
375 Grenville Arch 0 0 0
570 Big Stack 2035 1770 1410
529 Willoughby Isl. 45 5 0
531 Split Rock 95 285 40
483 Destruction Isl. 15 0 0
458 Middle Rock 0 0 0
409 Rounded Isl. 210 0 0
363 Table Rock 140 35 85
361A Cakesosta 0 80 0
361 Huntington Isl. 0 570 0
357/358 No Name 55 0 5
333 Gunsight Rock 155 50 75
332 Petrel Isl. 0 0 0
756 Tagged Tsl. 0 0 0
269 Carroll Pillar a5 5 0
262 Carrol! Isl. 3610 2805 2945
182 Whitec Rock 75 85 NS
Total number murres within refuge: 6675 5920 4750

NS = not surveyed



APPENDIX 1
1997-1998 Monthly El Nino Watch Advisories
Produced by

National Marine Fisheries Service
P.O. Box 271, La Jolla, CA 920238
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